THE BEST OF GOOD READING

183

They asked him, and he answered mildly,
pointing to the sea-board with his mighty hand,
"I can see the Gorgons lying on an island far
away, but this youth can never come near them,
unless he has the hat of darkness, which who-
soever wears cannot be seen."

Then cried Perseus, "Where is that hat,
that I may find it?"

But the giant smiled. "No living mortal
can find that hat, for it lies in the depths of
Hades, in the regions of the dead. But my
nieces are immortal, and they shall fetch it
for you, if you will promise me one thing and
keep your faith."

Then Perseus promised; and the giant said,
" When you come back with the head of Medusa
you shall show me the beautiful horror, that I
may lose my feeling and my breathing, and be-
come a stone for ever; for it is weary labor for
me to hold the heavens and the earth apart."

Then Perseus promised; and the eldest of
the Nymphs went down, and into a dark cavern
among the cliffs, out of which came smoke and
thunder, for it was one of the mouths of Hell.

And Perseus and the Nymphs sat down
seven days, and waited trembling, till the
Nymph came up again; and her face was pale,
and her eyes dazzled with the light, for she
had been long in the dreary darkness; but in
her hand was the magic hat.

Then all the Nymphs kissed Perseus, and
wept over him a long while; but he was only
impatient to be gone. And at last they put the
hat upon his head, and he vanished out of
their sight.

But Perseus went on boldly, past many an
ugly sight, far away into the heart of the
Unshapen Land, beyond the streams of Ocean,
to the isles where no ship cruises, where is
neither night nor day, where nothing is in its
right place, and nothing has a name; till he
heard the rustle of the Gorgons' wings and saw
the glitter of their brazen talons; and then he
knew that it was time to halt, lest Medusa
should freeze him into stone.

He thought awhile with himself, and remem-
bered Athene's words. He rose aloft into the
air, and held the mirror of the shield above
his head, and looked up into it that he might
see all that was below him.

And he saw the three Gorgons sleeping, as

huge as elephants. He knew that they could
not see him, because the hat of darkness hid
him; and yet he trembled as he sank down
near them, so terrible were those brazen claws.
Two of the Gorgons were foul as swine, and
lay sleeping heavily, as swine sleep, with their
mighty wings outspread; but Medusa tossed
to and fro restlessly, and as she tossed Perseus
pitied her, she looked so fair and sad. Her
plumage was like the rainbow, and her face
was like the face of a nymph, only her eye-
brows were knit, and her lips clenched, with
everlasting care and pain; and her long neck
gleamed so white in the mirror that Perseus
had not the heart to strike, and said, "Ah,
that it had been either of her sisters!"
But as he looked, from among her tresses
the vipers' heads awoke, and peeped up with
their bright dry eyes, and showed their fangs,
and hissed; and Medusa, as she tossed, threw
back her wings and showed her brazen claws;
and Perseus saw that, for all her beauty, she
was as foul and venomous as the rest.
Then he came down and stepped to her
boldly, and looked steadfastly on his mirror
and struck with Herpe stoutly once; and he
did not need to strike again.
Then he wrapped the head in the goatskin,
turning away his eyes, and sprang into the air
aloft, faster than he ever sprang before.
For Medusa's wings and talons rattled as
she sank dead upon the rocks; and her two
foul sisters woke, and saw her lying dead.
Into the air they sprang yelling, and looked
for him who had done the deed. Thrice they
swung round and round, like hawks who beat
for a partridge; and thrice they snufied round
and round, like hounds who draw upon a deer.
At last they struck upon the scent of the blood,
and they checked for a moment to make sure;
and then on they rushed with a fearful howl,
while the wind rattled hoarse in their wings.
On they rushed, sweeping and flapping, like
eagles after a hare; and Perseus' blood ran
cold, for all his courage, as he saw them come
howling on his track; and he cried, "Bear me
well now, brave sandals, for the hounds of
Death are at my heels!"
And well the brave sandals bore him, aloft
through doud and sunshine, across the shore-
less sea; and fast followed the hounds of